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Coast Guard Polar Icebreaker Modernization: 
Background, Issues, and Options for Congress 

Summary 

Of the Coast Guard’s three polar icebreakers, two — Polar Star and Polar Sea 
— have exceeded their intended 30-year service lives. The Polar Star is not 
operational and has been caretaker status since July 1, 2006. A 2007 report from the 
National Research Council (NRC) on the U.S. polar icebreaking fleet states that 
“U.S. [polar] icebreaking capability is now at risk of being unable to support national 
interests in the north and the south.” On July 16, 2008, Admiral Thad Allen, the 
Commandant of the Coast Guard, testified that: “Today, our nation is at a crossroads 
with Coast Guard domestic and international icebreaking capabilities. We have 
important decisions to make. And I believe we must address our icebreaking needs 
now....” 



The Administration is conducting an interagency Arctic policy review, and the 
Coast Guard is conducting studies on replacements for Polar Star and Polar Sea. 
Under the Coast Guard’s current schedule, the first replacement polar icebreaker 
might enter service in 8 to 10 years. The Coast Guard estimated in February 2008 
that new replacement ships might cost $800 million to $925 million each in 2008 
dollars, and that the alternative of extending the service lives of Polar Sea and Polar 
Star for 25 years might cost about $400 million per ship. 

Potential policy issues for Congress regarding Coast Guard polar icebreaker 
modernization include the numbers and capabilities of polar icebreakers the Coast 
Guard will need in the future; whether to provide these icebreakers through 
construction of new ships or service life extensions of older ships; whether to 
accelerate the Coast Guard’s current schedule for acquiring replacement ships; 
whether new ships should be nuclear powered; whether new ships should be funded 
entirely in the Coast Guard budget, or partly or entirely in some other part of the 
federal budget, such as the Department of Defense (DOD) budget, the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) budget, or both; and whether, as an interim measure, the 
Polar Star should be repaired and placed back into service. 

Congress’s options regarding Coast Guard polar icebreaker modernization 
include but are not limited to the following: approving the Coast Guard’s current 
plan; holding hearings to solicit additional information on the issue; directing the 
Coast Guard to include the option of nuclear power in its studies of requirements for 
future icebreakers; directing the Coast Guard to pursue a particular acquisition 
strategy for icebreaker modernization; accelerating the procurement of new 
icebreakers relative to the Coast Guard’s current plan; funding the procurement of 
new icebreakers partly or entirely in the DOD and/or NSF budget rather than entirely 
the Coast Guard budget; and directing the Coast Guard to reactivate Polar Star. 

The FY2009 Department of Homeland Security (DHS) appropriations act 
(Division D of H.R. 2638/P. L. 110-329 of September 30, 2008) provides $30.3 
million to reactivate Polar Star for 7 to 10 years of service life. This report will be 
updated as events warrant. 
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Coast Guard Polar Icebreaker 
Modernization: Background, Issues, and 
Options for Congress 



Introduction 

Polar icebreakers can operate in the extreme conditions of, and break through 
the thick ice found in, the Arctic Ocean and the waters surrounding Antarctica. Of 
the Coast Guard’s three polar icebreakers, two — Polar Star and Polar Sea — have 
exceeded their intended 30- year service lives. The Polar Star is not operational and 
has been caretaker status since July 1, 2006.' The Coast Guard’s third polar 
icebreaker — Healy — is much younger and in operational condition, but has less 
icebreaking capability than the other two ships. 

A 2007 report from the National Research Council (NRC) on the U.S. polar 
icebreaking fleet states that “Over the last decade, some routine maintenance on 
[Polar Star and Polar Sea] has been deferred due to a lack of funds and no major life 
extension program has been planned; as a consequence, U.S. [polar] icebreaking 
capability is now at risk of being unable to support national interests in the north and 
the south.” 2 

On July 16, 2008, Admiral Thad Allen, the Commandant of the Coast Guard, 
testified that: “Today, our nation is at a crossroads with Coast Guard domestic and 
international icebreaking capabilities. We have important decisions to make. And I 
believe we must address our icebreaking needs now, to ensure we will continue to 
prosper in the years and decades to come, whether on the Great Lakes, the critical 
waterways of the East Coast or the harsh operating environments of the polar 
region.” 3 An August 17, 2008, press report quotes Admiral Allen as stating that, in 
light of the time required to build a new polar icebreaker, “I think we’re at a crisis 
point on making a decision.” 4 



1 Source for July 1, 2006, date: U.S. Coast Guard email to CRS on February 22, 2008. 

2 National Research Council, Polar Icebreakers in a Changing World, An Assessment of 
U.S. Needs, Washington, 2007, p. 2. 

3 Source: Transcript of spoken remarks of Admiral Allen at July 16, 2008, hearing on Coast 
Guard icebreaking needs before the Coast Guard and Maritime transportation subcommittee 
of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee. 

4 Andrew C. Revkin, “A Push To Increase Icebreakers In The Arctic,” New York Times, 
August 17, 2008: 6. 
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The Administration is conducting an interagency Arctic policy review to replace 
the current Arctic policy statement, which dates to 1994. The Coast Guard is 
conducting studies on replacements for Polar Star and Polar Sea. Under the Coast 
Guard’s current schedule, the first replacement polar icebreaker might enter service 
in 8 to 10 years. Until then, the Coast Guard plans to continue operating Polar Sea 
and Healy while keeping Polar Star, for the time being at least, in caretaker status as 
a reserve asset. 

Congress, in the explanatory statement for the FY2008 Consolidated 
Appropriations Act (H.R. 2764/P.L. 110-161 of December 26, 2007), expressed 
concern about the Coast Guard’s ability to meet its polar operations mission 
requirements in light of the condition of the Coast Guard’ s polar icebreaker fleet, and 
directed the Coast Guard to submit a comprehensive report on polar operations. 

The Coast Guard and Maritime Transportation subcommittee of the House 
Transportation and Infrastructure Committee held a hearing on Coast Guard 
icebreaking needs, including polar icebreaker modernization, on July 16, 2008. 

The FY2009 Department of Homeland Security (DHS) appropriations act 
(Division D of H.R. 2638/P. L. 110-329 of September 30, 2008) provides $30.3 
million to reactivate Polar Star for 7 to 10 years of service life. 

The issue for Congress that is addressed in this report is whether to approve or 
modify the Coast Guard’ s plans for modernizing its polar icebreakers. Congressional 
decisions on this issue could affect the Coast Guard’s ability to perform its polar 
missions, Coast Guard funding requirements, and the U.S. shipbuilding industrial 
base. 



The scope of this CRS report is limited to the question of Coast Guard polar 
icebreaker modernization. Other CRS reports cover certain other issues relating to 
the polar regions. 5 



Background 



Context for Issue 

The issue of polar icebreaker modernization comes at a time of: 

• increased interest and activities in polar regions, particularly the 
Arctic, due to melting of Arctic ice; 



5 See, for example, CRS Report RL33941, Polar Bears: Proposed Listing Under the 
Endangered Species Act, by Eugene H. Buck, CRS Report RL32838, Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge (ANWR): Legislative Actions Through the 110th Congress, First Session, 
by Anne Gillis, M. Lynne Corn, and Beth A. Roberts, CRS Report RL34266, Climate 
Change: Science Update 2007, by Jane A. Leggett, and CRS Report RS21890, The U.N. 
Law of the Sea Convention and the United States: Developments Since October 2003, by 
Marjorie Ann Browne. 
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• emerging debates over Arctic sovereignty and exclusive economic 
zones (EEZs) in the Arctic; 

• concerns about the Coast Guard’ s ability to perform all of its various 
missions, including polar missions, within available resources; and 

• concerns for the U.S. shipbuilding industrial base. 

Regarding the first two items above, many observers anticipate that the melting 
of Arctic ice in coming years will open up potentially important sea transportation 
routes through the Arctic and make it possible (or easier) to explore for oil and other 
resources in the region. Emerging debates over Arctic sovereignty and EEZs in the 
Arctic stem to a large degree from these anticipated developments. Russia, Canada, 
Denmark, and the United States in the last few years, and particularly since the 
summer of 2007, have been taking various actions to assert their claims regarding 
Arctic sovereignty and EEZs, gather evidence to support potential claims, or plan for 
increased operations in the Arctic. 6 The Coast Guard states that: 

Recent years have seen a significant increase in Polar activity, including 
efforts by multiple Arctic nations to define and claim Arctic seabed and access 
to natural resources. Energy security needs, protection of U.S. sovereignty, 
increased Arctic shipping, prevention and response activities, as well as the 
growing need for Arctic domain awareness will increase the tempo of Coast 
Guard operations in the region. The Coast Guard is often the sole Federal 
presence in the Arctic and the only entity positioned and capable of protecting 
U.S. sovereignty while supporting scientific research. The Coast Guard is 



6 For additional discussion, see, for example, Anthony L. Russell, “Carpe Diem, Siezing 
Strategic Opportunity in the Arctic,” Joint Force Quarterly, Issue 51, 4 lh Quarter 2008: 94- 
101 ; Andrew C. Revkin, “A Push To Increase Icebreakers In The Arctic,” New York Times, 
August 17, 2008: 6; Rebekah Gordon, “Coast Guard Commandant’s Alaska Visit Assessed 
Outlook in Arctic Inside the Navy, August 1 1, 2008; JohnC. Marcario, “Arctic Presence,” 
Seapower, August 2008: 32-33; Matt Hilburn, “Trans-Arctic Shipping,” Seapower, August 
2008 : 34-36; “Russian Navy Boosts Combat Presence in Arctic,” DefenseNews. com (Agence 
France-Presse), July 14, 2008; “Warships To Be Sent To Arctic,” Atlanta Journal- 
Constitution, July 15, 2008; Zachary M. Peterson, “U.S. and Canadian Coast Guard Chiefs 
Discuss Growing Arctic Mission,” Inside the Navy, Adrian Blomfield, “Russia Plans Arctic 
Military Build-Up,” London Daily Telegraph, June 16, 2008; Lolita Baldor, “AP Interview: 
US MilitaryEyes More Northern Border Patrols,” WashingtonPost.com, May 12,2008 (also 
published by NavyTimes.com on May 13, 2008, under the headline “As Ice Melts, 
NorthCom Eyes Arctic Patrols”); Alex Shoumatoff, “The Arctic Oil Rush,” Vanity Fair, 
May 2008; Scott G. Borgerson, “Arctic Meltdown, The Economic and Security Implications 
of Global Warming,” Foreign Affairs, March/ April 2008; Caitlin Harrington, “Eyeing Up 
the New Arctic,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, January 16, 2008: 22-27 ; Richard Burgess, “The 
New Cold War?,” Seapower, October 2007: 14-16,18; David Pugiliese, “Wake Up Call?,” 
Seapower, October 2007: 19-20, 22; Deborah Zabarenko, “U.S. Resumes Mapping Of Arctic 
Seabed,” Washington Times, August 15, 2007; Ian Austen, “Canada Announces Plans For 
2 New Bases In Its Far North,” New York Times, August 11, 2007; “Canada To Strengthen 
Arctic Claim,” BBC News, August 10, 2008; C. J. Chivers, “Russians Plant Flag on the 
Arctic Seabed,” New York Times, August 3, 2007 ; and Fred Weir, “As Icecaps Melt, Russia 
Races For Arctic’s Resources,” Christian Science Monitor, July 31, 2007. 




